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ABRAHAM LINCOLN IN CONGRESS, 1847-1849. 

By Chables 0. Patillin. 

Lincoln spent almost a year in Washington as the Eepre- 
sentative to the Thirtieth Congress from the Sangamon dis- 
trict of Illinois. He arrived in the city about December 1, 
1847, for the first session, and fonnd lodgings on Capitol Hill, 
at Mrs. B. Sprigg's boarding-honse in Duff Green's row, two 
squares east of the Capitol. 

It was customary at this time for the Members of Con- 
gress to board in small clubs or messes, somewhat after the 
fashion now followed by students in college towns. The 
Washington newspapers of the olden time contain many ad- 
vertisements inserted by boarding-house keepers — ^usually 
women — informing the public that they could accommodate a 
*'mess of members with pleasant chambers. '' 

Five of Lincoln's messmates were Pennsylvania Eepre- 
sentatives — John Blanchard, John Dickey, A. E. Mcllvaine, 
James Pollock, and John Strohm — all men of little note, with 
the exception of Pollock, who later became governor of Penn- 
sylvania. In 1861, Lincoln appointed him director of the mint 
at Philadelphia, and it was while holding that office that he 
was instrumental in having the motto, ''In God we trust," 
placed on the national coins. There were three other Eepre- 
sentatives at Mrs. Sprigg's, Elisha Embree, of Indiana, and 
P. W. Tompkins, of Mississippi, men of no particular sig- 
nificance, and Joshua E. Gidding, of Ohio, for twenty years 
(1838-1859) the most distinguished anti-slavery leader of the 
House. 

In 1861 Lincoln appointed Giddings consul general to 
Canada, an office that he held until his death. There should 
also be mentioned as fellow-boarders of Lincoln, Gen. Duflf 
Green, a politician and diplomatist of some fame in his day; 
Nathan Sargent, a journalist, who wrote under the pen-name 
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of Oliver Oldschool, and Dr. S. C. Busey, of Washington. The 
variety of characters in the mess was quite suflScient to make 
the talk at the table as enjoyable as the eating. 

Mrs. Sprigg seated her guests at a long table, over which 
she presided. Dr. Busey, a young doctor, who had been re- 
cently admitted to the practice of medicine, sat nearly oppo- 
site Lincoln, whom, he says, he *'soon learned to know and 
admire for his simple and unostentatious manners, kind- 
heartedness, and amusing jokes, anecdotes, and witticisms. 
When about to tell an anecdote during a meal, he would lay 
down his knife and fork, place his elbows upon the table, 
rest his face between his hands, and begin with the words 
Hhat reminds me,' and proceed. Everybody prepared for 
the explosions sure to follow. ^*I recall with vivid pleasure 
the scene of merriment at the dinner after his first speech in 
the House of Eepresentatives, occasioned by the descriptions, 
by himself and others of the Congressional mess, of the up- 
roar in the House during its delivery.'' ^ 

As a near neighbor to Lincoln, there lived in Duff Green's 
row, Simon Cameron, then Senator from Pennsylvania, and 
destined to become Lincoln's first Secretary of War. Lin- 
coln's future political rival, Stephen A. Douglas, then Sena- 
tor from Illinois, stayed at Willard's Hotel, the chief hostelry 
of the city. 

Andrew Johnson, A Eepresentative from Tennessee ; Jef- 
ferson Davis, a Senator from Mississippi, and Alexander H. 
Stephens, a Eepresentative from Georgia, messed at board- 
ing-houses on Capitol Hill, not far from that of Mrs. Sprigg. 
On the latter, Lincoln, in February, 1848, wrote to his law 
partner as follows : 

^'I just take my pen to say that Mr. Stephens, of Georgia, 
a little, slim, pale-faced, consumptive man, with a voice like 
Logan's, has just concluded the very best speech of an hour's 
length, I ever heard. My old withered dry eyes are full of 
tears yet."^ 

Near Duff Green's row there was a bowling alley that was 
much frequented by the statesmen on Capitol Hill. Notwith- 
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standing Lincoln was a very awkward bowler, lie played the 
game with great zest and spirit; and, whether successful 
or defeated, was always in good humor. At the alley, he often 
indulged in his favorite pastime of story-telling, and he read- 
ily gathered around him a crowd of eager listeners. 

Another resort of Lincoln was the post-office of the 
House. Here, his favorite seat, according to the newspaper 
correspondent, Ben Perley Poore, was ^^at the left of the 
open fireplace, tilted back in his chair, with his long legs 
reaching over to the chimney jamb. He never told a story 
twice, but appeared to have an endless repertoire of them al- 
ways ready, like the successive charges in a magazine gun, 
and always pertinently adapted to some passing event. It was 
refreshing to us correspondents, compelled as we were to lis- 
ten to so much that was prosy and tedious, to hear this bright 
specimen of Western genius tell his inimitable stories, es- 
pecially his reminiscences of the Black Hawk war."^ 

The librarian of the United States Supreme Court re- 
lates an incident that came to his notice, illustrative of Lin- 
coln's plain, unassuming, backwoods way of doing things. 
One day he came to the library and asked for some law books 
which he wished to take to his room. When they were brought 
to him, he tied them into a bundle by means of a bandana 
handkerchief, and putting a stick, which he had brought with 
him, through a knot in the handkerchief, he shouldered it 
and marched off from the library to his lodgings. In a few 
days he returned with the books in the same way. * 

In the first session of the Thirtieth Congress, Mrs. Lin- 
coln stayed for a time with her husband at Mrs. Sprigg's. 
She was very retiring, and was seldom to be seen except at 
her meals. She took little part in the social life of the Capi- 
tol. Eobert T., her eldest son, was with her. She did not re- 
turn to Washington for the short session. 

Mr. Lincoln was frequently named as a member of social 
committees of semi-official character appointed to give pub- 
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lie dinners or to hold patriotic balls. He was doubtless chosen 
for such duties more often than he would have been had his 
party in his State been more numerously represented at 
Washington. He was the only Whig member of Congress 
from Illinois. It is an interesting coincidence that Lincoln 
and Stephen A. Douglas were the Representatives of Illinois 
among the managers of the National Birth-Night Ball ad- 
vertised to be held on the night of February 22, 1848, and 
also among the managers of one of the balls given on the 
evening after President Taylor's inauguration. 

On February 21, 1848, John Quincy Adams received a 
stroke of paralysis in the House of Eepresentatives, and two 
days later he died. This melancholy event led to the post- 
ponement of the birth-night ball until March 1. Lincoln was 
one of the members of the House chosen to make arrange- 
ments for Adams' funeral. He was one of the managers of 
President Taylor's inauguration ball, held in an *^ extensive 
saloon," newly built on Judiciary Square, near the present 
Pension OflSce. 

It was of this entertainment that Lincoln's friend, Mr. 
E. B. Washbume wrote: 

*' A small number of mutual friends — including Mr. 
Lincoln — ^made up a party to attend the inauguration ball 
together. It was by far the most brilliant inauguration ball 
ever given. Of course, Mr. Lincoln had never seen anything 
of the kind before. One of the most modest and unpretending 
persons present, he could not have dreamed that like honors 
were to come to liim almost within a little more than a de- 
cade. He was greatly interested in all that was to be seen, 
and we did not take our departure until three or four o'clock 
in the morning. When we went to the cloak and hat room, 
Mr. Lincoln had no trouble in finding his short cloak, which 
little more than covered his shoulders, but after a long search, 
was unable to find his hat. After an hour he gave up all idea 
of finding it. Taking his cloak on his arm he walked out in 
the Judiciary Square, deliberately adjusting it on his should- 
ers, and started off bareheaded for his lodgings. It would 
be hard to forget the sight of that taU and slun man, with his 
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short cloak thrown over his shoulders, starting for his long 
walk home on Capitol Hill at four o^clock in the morning 
without any hat on.'" 

Lincoln's career in Congress ended with the inanguration 
of Taylor in March, 1849. Twelve years lat^r he returned to 
the Capitol as President-elect of the United States. 
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